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Visitors; Rep. Don Howards Arranging Hearings On
Bureau's Conduct
by Deborah Tyroler
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Published: Friday, May 15, 1987
On the morning of April 1, FBI agents in six cities attempted to question a dozen people who
have visited Nicaragua under arrangements organized by Tecnica, a California-based group
that regularly sends volunteers there on humanitarian projects. FBI spokeswoman Sue Schnitzer
declined to explain the purpose of such interviews. She said they are related to "foreign
counterintelligence investigations" and "fall under guidelines that are classified, which puts us in a
bind because we can't tell you about the guidelines." But, Schnitzer said, "There's a well-founded
basis for these interviews. We don't conduct interviews for political reasons." Rep. Don Edwards
(D-Calif.), chairman of the House Judiciary subcommittee on civil and constitutional rights, plans
to examine the FBI's conduct at a hearing this month. "We want to know what they're doing with
various groups and people who are not even suspected of committing crimes, but are diligent
in their opposition to the president's policies in Central America," Edwards said. According to
Edwards, the investigations appear to be domestic rather than foreign, comparable to the FBI's
probes of antiwar protesters in the 1960s and 1970s. "They have the odor of harassment," Edwards
said. "They have the odor of politics, and the FBI is supposed to stay out of politics." Questions
about the FBI's interrogation of Americans opposed to the contras, come against the backdrop of
more than 50 break-ins at the offices of anti-contra groups and homes of their members in the last
two years. In most cases, burglars rifled files in search of membership lists and documents, but cash
and expensive equipment were left untouched. A long-time FBI agent has alleged that the bureau
burglarized the Dallas office of the Committee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador (CISPES)
during a three-year undercover probe. FBI officials have denied that the bureau conducted such
break-ins. Next, are incidents in which the Customs Service has seized personal materials from
Americans returning from Nicaragua and turned them over to the FBI. In 1985, Customs and FBI
agents photocopied the address book and diary of free-lance journalist Edward Haase when he
arrived in Miami from Nicaragua. The incident prompted the Center for Constitutional Rights to file
two lawsuits against the FBI and Customs. One suit prompted Customs officials to issue a directive
last summer that agents cannot seize materials from travelers unless there is evidence of a possible
crime. "There is no policy to target Americans arriving from Nicaragua," said Customs spokesman
Dennis Murphy, adding that the directive clarified longstanding policy. Murphy said it is "very
rare" for Customs to seize "seditious materials," which he defined as "inciting to riot." Under
public guidelines, the FBI cannot investigate domestic groups unless it has evidence of a possible
crime. But under the classified foreign counterintelligence guidelines, the bureau can investigate if
there is reason to believe the target is receiving direction or financing from a foreign power. "The
targets are the same, only the vocabulary has changed," said Margaret L. Ratner of the Center
for Constitutional Rights. She said that FBI's approach marks "a return to a type of intelligence
gathering that was severely discredited after Watergate." Tecnica, based in Berkeley, has sent 350
volunteers to Nicaragua in the last three years to work on projects from tractor repair to computer
training. One Tecnica associate, engineer Benjamin Linder, was killed by contra guerrillas in an
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ambush last month. Tecnica spokesman David Creighton said the April FBI interviews - in Chicago,
Washington, New York, San Francisco, San Diego and Seattle - have had an effect. "It is fairly
intimidating to have the FBI arrive on your doorstep," he said. (Basic data from WASHINGTON
POST, 05/13/87)
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